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Abstract

Oil theft in Nigeria's oil-rich regions significantly
undermines revenue  generation, exacerbates
environmental degradation, and hampers sustainable
development. As the global energy landscape shifts
toward sustainability, Nigeria must navigate this
transition to protect revenue streams while fostering
sustainable energy transformation. This paper
presents a comprehensive roadmap for addressing oil
theft and advancing energy transition, emphasizing
institutional strengthening, technological innovation,
and sustainable energy investments. The paper was
anchored on Regulatory Capture theoretical
framework, Key strategies include enhancing
transparency and accountability in the oil sector,
leveraging renewable energy resources, and
promoting energy diversification. The proposed
roadmap offers a framework for Nigeria to mitigate
revenue losses, achieve energy security, and drive
sustainable economic growth.

Keywords: Oil Theft, Energy Transition, Revenue
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I.  Introduction

Oil is a major resource widely considered
influential and the most important for the economic
and political well-being of many nations (Yeeles and
Akporiaye, 2016; Aroh, et al 2010). Hence oil is a
major discovery in Nigeria. Crude oil was discovered
in Nigeria in 1956, and by 1958, twelve major
deposits had been identified (Njoku, 2016). Nigeria
ranks high among the oil producing countries and it
is in fact highest oil producer in Africa and the
eleventh largest producer of crude oil in the World
(Nriagu, Udofia, Ekong and Ebuk, 2016).
Interestingly more than 90% of Nigeria’s foreign
exchange is from the oil sector (Umar and Othman,
2017). This makes it one of the Nations whose
economy depends on oil. These countries include but
not limited to Saudi Arabia, Algeria, Libya,
Venezuela, Kuwait and Iran. A considerable amount
of literature has been published on the propensity of

countries whose mainstay of economy is oil (Israel &
Israel, 2022).

In recent times the numerous explosions of
oil pipelines due to illegal oil theft and bunkering
have left many homeless, hopeless, handicapped and
even dead. Some people suddenly wake up into the
fiery fire caused by the explosion. Many would have
thought it was a dream until they either found
themselves on hospital beds with excruciating pains
or standing by the grave of a loved one. The stories
of pipeline explosion in Niger Delta have drawn the
attention of many in the academia and those in the
business world (Israel and Israel, 2022).

Adeoye, (2015) puts it that vandalizing oil
pipelines is a flourishing business in a floundering
economy and the nation is losing a lot from these
illicit activities. Annually Nigeria loses about $6B
crude to oil theft and pipeline vandals (This Day,
2013). The human loss is also high that many deaths
are beyond what is reported. Most times when the oil
thieves are done with syphoning fuel they leave it
improperly locked or even forget to lock it. Then it
will flow with pressure polluting the environment
while putting the lives and property of people at risk.
When the oil pipeline catches fire the vandals may
get burnt if not fortunate but the community pays
heavily for it (Israel and Israel, 2022).

Nigeria stands at a pivotal moment in its
energy and economic trajectory. Oil theft has evolved
into an industrial-scale criminal enterprise, costing
the nation billions in lost revenue, degrading the
environment, and undermining national security. This
growing threat coincides with a global shift toward
renewable energy, compelling Nigeria to adopt a
dual-pronged strategy: secure its hydrocarbon assets
and accelerate a structured transition into sustainable,
diversified energy sources.

Nigeria’s energy sector plays an
indispensable role in national development,
contributing significantly to GDP, government
revenue, and foreign exchange earnings. Despite its
potential, systemic challenges such as oil theft,
regulatory inefficiencies, aging infrastructure, and
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limited diversification continue to constrain national
progress.

Statement of the Problem

Pipeline vandalism and crude oil theft in
Nigeria has remained a dwindling trend in recent
years. The scourge of oil theft is not reducing but
changing faces, the threats initially started with non-
state actors in creek wielding dread weapons to extort
money from oil companies and vandalizing oil
facilities across the Niger Delta region.

Consequently, Kachikwu (2017) estimates
that Nigeria loses up to $80 billion annually to crude
oil vandalism and illicit siphoning. These losses
constitute far more than fiscal aberrations - they
represent  systemic economic sabotage that
undermines fiscal stability, drains foreign reserves,
and impairs the state's developmental capacity.
Corroboratively, Dimkpa et al. (2023) document
annual losses of $2.1 billion in 2019, $1.9 billion in
2020, $7.2 billion in 2021, and a staggering $22.4
billion in 2022. Such figures illuminate not only the
scale of the hemorrhage but also the entrenched
governance failures sustaining it (Abdulrahman &
Yusufu, 2025).

The drivers of oil theft are multifaceted.
Odalonu (2015) identifies elite corruption, youth
unemployment, and transnational criminal networks
as key enablers, while Omoyibo and Omoruyi (2014)
emphasize the historical marginalization of Niger
Delta communities, which has fostered both
resistance and complicity in oil theft as a survival
strategy. Obado-Joel (2014) estimates daily losses of
400,000 barrels-nearly 20% of national output-
leading to macroeconomic dislocations, including
revenue shortfalls and foreign exchange disruptions
(Osah & Charles, 2020).

In spite of government intervention through
the Niger Delta Development Commission (NDDC),
unemployment, poverty, water pollution, and crime
remained a burning issue in the region. Consequently,
foreign investors are scared to invest in Nigeria while
large quantity of crude oil remained untaped in
Nigeria. Nigeria is yet to fully tap the benefit of crude
oil deposit extensively; there is a redirection of
energy globally. It is against the foregoing that this
paper has examined oil theft and energy transition
strategy in Nigeria.

Research Questions

1. What is the trend of oil theft in
Nigeria?
il. To what extent has government efforts

curbed crude oil theft in Nigeria?

iii. What is the strategy adopted to ensure
swift energy transition in Nigeria

Concept of Oil Theft

Abdulrahman and Yusufu (2025) observed
that crude oil theft, much like other constructs within
the social sciences, is inherently contested and lacks
a universally accepted definition. The term is
variably interpreted, shaped by disciplinary
frameworks and contextual nuances. Broadly, crude
oil theft encompasses the unlawful appropriation of
crude oil via unauthorized means such as pipeline
vandalism, artisanal refining, and illegal oil
bunkering. Oil theft refers to the criminal exploitation
of crude oil or refined petroleum products (Ross,
2012). The transnational nature of oil supply chains
gives criminal groups that commit oil theft a global
reach (Rufus, & Sinikiem, 2024). This paper
conceived crude oil theft as all activities that involved
illegally breaking, tapping and selling of crude oil
from pipelines by non-state actors in Nigeria.

Energy Transition

Energy transition refers to a significant
structural change in an energy system. It is a
continuous unfolding process that gradually changes
the composition of sources used to generate heat,
motion, and light. The ongoing energy transition is
frequently associated with decarbonisation and refers
to a structural shift from hydrocarbon-based energy
systems to renewable energy sources and lithium-ion
batteries. Key drivers of the energy transition include
a growing share of renewable energy in the energy
supply mix, electrification, and improved energy
storage.

Globally, the pace of energy transition,
along with regulation and commitment to
decarbonisation, has varied significantly. The current
energy transition is associated with an increase in the
importance of environmental, social, and governance
(ESG) factors, specifically the United Nations
Sustainable Development Goal (UN SDG) 7:
“Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable
and modern energy for all” (Enakireru, & Aigbe,
2014) . It is also commonly framed as a just transition
from an extractive economy to a regenerative and
inclusive (circular) economy, where no one is left
behind (Soremi, 2020). However, this paper
conceived energy transition as all efforts geared
towards reducing dependence on fossil energy and
adapting to new renewable energy like solar, wind
and thermos energies to champion global industrial
drive.
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Nature of oil theft in Nigeria

In no distant time, after the discovery of oil,
the areas of derivation of oil were engulfed with
violent conflicts between and among oil producing
ethnic groups and subsequently between oil
companies and the inhabitant of the Niger delta
region. The incessant socio-political unrest started in
the 1990s and has been sustained and these conflicts
include Ogoni (1992-1993), Warri (1997 and the
militant movements) (Yeeles and Akporieh, 2016).
One of the first agitations of the Niger delta was for
a better environment and later for resource control
and or fair share of the nation’s wealth which is
derived from that region. At the heart of these various
challenges facing this oil sector is the wake of
militancy in the area.

What characterized the activity of this
militants was pipeline vandalism, and stealing of oil.
This illicit activity enriched the militants and it made
pipeline vandalism and oil theft a lucrative business.
This has been till date a source of huge loss for the
Nigerian economy. Because of this huge loss to the
economy of Nigeria, Shell Nigeria stated that
stakeholders should Munster all efforts to control the
continuous vandalism of pipelines because of its
attendant effects (Odugbesan, 2019). The Niger delta
regions are not the only areas facing this problem but
most areas where there are pipelines conveying oil.
This includes, Arepo, Abuleegba/Awori, Festac etc
Pipeline Vandalism, Oil theft and oil bunkering. Any
act of vandalism that involves a deliberate act of
destroying private of public property (Sanusi et al,
2016). Hence Pipeline vandalism is a deliberate and
illegal act of breaking oil pipelines (Adishi, (2017)
describes it as an intentional act of vandalizing oil
pipelines platform loading barge because of
selfishness or sabotage. Oil bunkering, oil theft and
pipeline vandalism is the act of hacking or drilling
into pipelines with the purpose of stealing products
for self-use or sales to other persons (Okolie,
2019;Sanusi et al, 2016). Adishi, (2017), opined that
pipeline vandalism, oil theft, illegal bunkering is used
interchangeably because one of the acts may lead to
another. It involves siphoning of crude oil or refined
oil to sell in black market and it is regarded as
sabotage within Nigeria context (Onucha 2010).
Akpan, et al, (2020) quoting Mallam Mele Kyari, the
director of NNPC stated that there has been about
45,347 breaking of NNPC pipeline between 2001 and
half of 2019. In recent times stakeholders in the oil
sector have raised concerns that oil theft and sabotage
is threatening the oil sector (Yeeles and Akporie,
2016). Oil Pipelines that are punctured can be highly
vulnerable to fires and explosions which can be
triggered by gunfire, dynamite or cigarette (Carson,

et al 2015). This authors also noted that the most
common source of oil leakages is intentional act,
either from theft or vandalism. Quite a number of fire
explosions in Lagos occur when the vandals leave a
pipeline improperly covered either because they are
not yet experts or because they want their next
operation to be faster.

Most times when these oil pipelines are left
uncovered, it flows and the poor quickly want to
scoop the oil for sale or for use. Onucha is of the
opinion that continuous pipeline vandalism is a
pointer to the fact that this criminal activity are
carried out by rich barons (Onucha, 2010). These
‘well to dos’ with impunity carry out their illicit act
undermining the security of lives, property and the
environment. Njoku Identifies the following as
reasons for pipeline vandalism in Nigeria: poverty,
corruption and sabotage of the oil sector, high rate of
unemployment, international dimension of pipeline
vandalism, illegal refineries, Oil and gas pipeline
insecurity resource control, Frosty relationship
between oil producing community and oil companies
(Njoku, 2016). It is also pertinent to note that the
congestions and lack of proper planning of some of
the areas that nestles these pipelines also increases
the vulnerability of these areas to vandalism which
results to high loss of lives and property in the advent
of a fire outbreak.

In nutshell, the dynamics of oil theft are
multifaceted, encompassing pipeline sabotage,
artisanal refining, and transnational bunkering. Far
from being random criminal acts, these operations are
entrenched within complex political, economic, and
social matrices. As Onuoha, Ezirim, and Enyiazu
(2017) and Katsouris and Sayne (2013) observe, oil
theft spans from subsistence-level siphoning by
marginalized youths to industrial-scale theft
orchestrated by political-military-business cartels
embedded in state and global networks.

Government efforts to curbed crude oil theft in
Nigeria

Before the commercial discovery of crude
oil in Oloibiri-located in present-day Bayelsa State,
Nigeria‘s economy was predominantly agrarian, with
agriculture constituting the bedrock of national
development. The sector employed over 70% of the
labour force and contributed more than 90% to the
Gross Domestic Product (GDP), anchoring both
economic stability and livelihood sustainability
(Audu, 2017). However, the 1956 discovery of oil
marked a paradigmatic shift in Nigeria‘s
developmental trajectory. The ascendancy of
petroleum as the principal revenue source
precipitated the gradual erosion of the agricultural
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sector, culminating in the emergence of a mono-
cultural, rentier economy heavily dependent on oil
rents.

Legally, Section 44(3) of the 1999
Constitution (as amended) vests ownership and
control of all mineral resources, including crude oil,
in the Federal Government of Nigeria. This
constitutional provision forms the foundational legal
basis upon which any extraction, production, or
transaction in petroleum resources outside
government authorization is deemed illegal and
constitutes theft. Building upon this constitutional
authority, a number of legislative instruments have
been enacted to criminalize unauthorized dealings in
petroleum resources. Notably, the Petroleum Act
(1969) provides the regulatory framework for oil
exploration and production; the Special Tribunal
(Miscellaneous Offences) Act (1983) addresses oil-
related economic sabotage through expedited
prosecution; the Petroleum Production and
Distribution (Anti-Sabotage) Act (1990) imposes
stringent penalties, including life imprisonment or
death, for acts of sabotage; and the EFCC Act (2004)
empowers the Economic and Financial Crimes
Commission to investigate and prosecute illicit oil-
related financial crimes. Collectively, these laws
establish a comprehensive, albeit inconsistently
enforced, legal regime aimed at deterring crude oil
theft and economic sabotage. However, their
practical effectiveness is often undermined by
enforcement gaps, institutional corruption, and
political interference, thereby weakening deterrence
and perpetuating a climate of impunity in the sector.

The Current Landscape of Oil Theft in Nigeria

Onuoha, Ezirim, and Enyiazu (2017)
identify three typologies of oil theft: (i) pipeline
vandalism-deliberate rupture of pipelines to siphon
crude; (ii) artisanal refining-rudimentary local
distillation of crude oil; and (iii) illegal bunkering-
unauthorized transshipment or fueling of vessels.
These forms vary in scale, organization, and
environmental impact. Katsouris and Sayne (2013)
outline three operational modes: small-scale
siphoning for local refining; mid-level diversions
using hoses connected to manifold points; and white-
collarl variants involving falsified shipping records
and manipulated export data. These operations often
involve actors ranging from disenfranchised youths
to politically connected elites and transnational
criminal networks (Ikelegbe, 2005; Akpomera,
2015).

The consequences are  profound.
Economically, oil theft depletes government revenue,
compromises fiscal planning, and destabilizes

macroeconomic  policy.  Environmentally, it
devastates the Niger Delta through frequent spills and
ecosystem degradation. Politically, it weakens state
legitimacy and fuels armed militancy. These crises
are exacerbated by the state‘s reactive, militarized
approaches that fail to address the structural and
transnational dimensions of the illicit oil economy
(Ngada & Bower, 2018; Akpomera, 2015).

Soremi (2020) frames the crisis within the
broader discourse of the "resource curse," where
resource abundance fuels elite capture, weak
institutions, and underdevelopment. While Yeeles
and Akporiaye (2016) wurge caution against
overestimation, scholarly consensus affirms oil
theft‘s systemic and destabilizing impact. Oil theft in
Nigeria is highly coordinated, technologically
sophisticated, and deeply entrenched. It occurs across
the downstream, midstream, and upstream segments,
involving local and international criminal networks.

Key dimensions include:

i. Pipeline tapping through welded illegal
connections

ii. Smuggling of crude via unregistered barges
and offshore vessels

iii. Covert ship-to-ship transfers in international
waters

iv. Illegal artisanal refineries that bypass safety
and environmental standards

v. Manipulation of metering data and operational
records

Theoretical Framework: Regulatory Capture
Theory

Regulatory Capture Theory offers a critical
lens for understanding why institutional responses to
oil theft remain ineffective. Rooted in public choice
and institutional economics, the theory draws on
early contributions from Black (1948), Buchanan and
Tullock (1962), and George Stigler (1971). It has
been extended to examine corruption and elite
manipulation in transitional economies (Hellman et
al., 2000).

Regulatory capture occurs when agencies
meant to serve the public are co-opted by the interests
they are supposed to regulate. Ngwu and Nwokedi
(2016) argue that such capture subverts public
institutions, skewing policy in favour of dominant
elites. Stigler (1971) posited that industries often
deploy financial and political resources to capturel
regulatory agencies. As Onuoha (2008) notes, these
captors-often political and economic elites-wield
influence through campaign financing, media
ownership, or covert operations.
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In Nigeria, this theory explains why
institutions such as the Nigerian Upstream Petroleum
Regulatory Commission (NUPRC) and the Nigerian
Midstream and Downstream Petroleum Regulatory
Authority (NMDPRA) have struggled to address
crude oil theft. Despite their mandates, these agencies
are widely perceived as compromised by elite
interests embedded in the illicit oil economy. These
political heavyweightsl manipulate state institutions
to shield themselves or their associates from legal
repercussions, thereby deepening the culture of
impunity.

The implications are dire. Regulatory
capture undermines institutional autonomy, weakens
accountability, and sabotages reform. Onuoha,
Ezirim, and Enyiazu (2017) document how the
Nigerian state‘s ambivalent response to oil theft
reflects systemic complicity. Yusufu (2004) asserts
that those who control economic production
inevitably shape political and legal institutions,
thereby entrenching elite domination.

II.  Conclusion

While Nigerian economy continues to
scramble for advancement leveraging on natural
resources; oil theft and pipe vandalization has
deflated government efforts at garnering revenue for
social and economic development this is owing to the
pervasive and institutionalized phenomenon of crude
oil theft. The initial fringe activity limited to small-
scale local actors, oil theft has evolved into a
sophisticated, industrial-scale criminal enterprise.
Well-financed and often politically connected cartels
now dominate this illicit economy, exploiting Nigeria
‘s porous regulatory frameworks, weak enforcement
mechanisms, and the opacity of its oil accounting
systems. Resultantly, this has led to chronic revenue
loss exceeding $4 billion annually, destruction of
ecosystems in the Niger Delta, job losses and reduced
investor confidence, increased cost of security
operations declines in production output and export
performance. In nutshell, Nigeria has not really
benefited from the carbon energy while advanced
economies are already in transition to clean energy.

Global energy markets are rapidly
transforming, driven by decarbonization,
digitalization, and decentralization. For Nigeria, this
shift presents both risks and opportunities. A
proactive strategy is essential to protect existing
hydrocarbon resources while building a resilient,
sustainable energy system aligned with long-term
national development priorities.

The Oil Theft and Energy Transition
Strategy (OTES 2025) is proposed by Opeyemi A.
Oni, as a holistic, future-oriented framework that

fortifies national oil infrastructure, promotes
transparency across the crude value chain, enhances
community inclusion, and channels recovered
revenue into renewable energy development. The
strategy advances Nigeria’s broader national security
and Renewed Hope agenda, economic diversification
goals, and global climate commitments

Ways forward to avert crude oil theft and energy
transition in Nigeria

The following strategic Pillars and Expanded
Implementation Framework can help:

1. Pillar One: Surveillance and Technology
Integration OTES 2025 emphasizes a transition from
manual monitoring to fully digitized, Al-enhanced
surveillance systems.

Key initiatives include:

. Satellite-enabled geospatial mapping of all
crude pipelines

il. Al-driven anomaly detection in pipeline
pressure and flow data

iil. Drone and UAV monitoring of remote
terrains

iv. Blockchain-based end-to-end metering and
export validation

2. Pillar Two: Legal and Institutional Reform
Reform priorities include:

i Specialized Energy Courts for fast-track
prosecution

il. Stronger penalties for sabotage, collusion,
and revenue manipulation

1. Regulatory harmonization among NUPRC,
NNPC Ltd, Navy, and security agencies

iv. Mandatory annual audits for operators,

ensuring transparency and accountability

Oil Theft and Energy Transition Strategy 2025 e
Government Policy Framework

Federal Strategic Energy Proposition — Opeyemi A.
Oni — Mickolly Oil & Gas Ltd

3. Pillar Three: Community Empowerment
and Inclusion

OTES 2025 recognizes host communities as critical
stakeholders. Proposed interventions include:

. Strengthened Host Communities
Development Trust Fund (HCDTF) with transparent
dashboards

11. Local Energy Cooperatives offering
structured employment and income opportunities

iii. Community Pipeline Protection Programs
with performance-based incentives

iv. Youth-focused inclusion initiatives

4. Pillar Four: Renewable Energy Transition
Provisions include:

L. Allocation of 20% of recovered oil revenue

to solar, wind, hydro, and bioenergy development
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il. National Renewable Energy Innovation
Fund (NREIF)
iil. State-level renewable industrial clusters
iv. Solar deployment for government facilities
and rural communities
5. Pillar Five: Transparency and International
Cooperation
Key actions include:
i Open Energy Ledger (OEL) for real-time
production reporting
il. Stronger adherence to EITI standards
iil. International intelligence partnerships, such
as IEA
iv. Vessel tracking systems to disrupt illegal
crude evacuation routes
v. Revenue Protection Fund (RPF)
Vi. Green Transition Bonds (GTB)
Vil. Private-sector investment incentives

viil. Multilateral development financing (AfDB,
World Bank, UNDP)

6. Implementation Roadmap (2025-2030)

Phase I — Surveillance modernization and NCIMC
activation

Phase II — Institutional strengthening and legal
reforms

Phase III — Large-scale community development and
cooperative expansion

Phase IV — Nationwide renewable energy integration
and decarbonization acceleration

7. Anticipated Outcomes

1. Over 90% reduction in oil theft

il. Increased national revenue and foreign

exchange inflow

il. Technological modernization of the entire

energy ecosystem

ii. Expanded renewable energy capacity

1. Significant job creation across energy and

technology sectors

. Oil Theft and Energy Transition Strategy

2025

ii. Government Policy Framework Federal \
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